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Proposing A Conceptual Model for Understanding the Transformative Experiences of
Pilgrimage Tourists
Introduction and Background
Pilgrimages, widely acknowledged as journeys to distant, sacred places that people take in pursuit
of spiritual goals (Barber, 1991), can date back thousands of years and are considered the oldest
form of tourism in the world (Olsen et al., 2018). Recent years have seen a steady increase of
tourists on hundreds of pilgrimage trails around the world (Johnmeyer & Xu, 2022; Trombino &
Trono, 2018). For example, in 2019, altogether 347,578 tourists, compared to 145,877 in 2009,
were documented as completing the Camino de Santiago, the most well-known pilgrimage trail in
the world (Oficina de acogida al peregrino, n.d.). The popularity of pilgrimage tourism has sparked
an increasing amount of research on this topic (e.g., Collins-Kreiner, 2010, 2020; Duran-Sanchez
et al., 2018), primarily focusing on tourist motivations (Collins-Kreiner, 2018; Duran-Sanchez et
al., 2018; Kim et al. 2016), tourist positive outcomes (Collins-Kreiner, 2020), or impacts of
pilgrimage tourism on communities along the way (Collins-Kreiner, 2010). Many tourists who
completed a pilgrimage noted that they experienced a variety of psychological, spiritual, and
physical changes in themselves, which aligns well with the concept of transformation (denoted as
important, positive, and lasting changes). Still, more research is needed in developing a
comprehensive understanding of the transformative experience of pilgrimage tourists (CollinsKreiner, 2020). Therefore, this study proposes an eight-dimension model (Figure 1) in
understanding and facilitating tourist transformative experience, using the Camino de Santiago as
a case study. This model will further be assessed in surveys and the results could shed light in
enhancing tourist experience and optimizing pilgrimage trail management.
Figure 1. Elements of the Camino
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To come up with the proposed model, this study did an exhaustive search on biographical books,
blogs and social media (i.e., Facebook) posts on the Camino experiences, as well as on the Scopus
database from 2010 to 2021 using the search terms “Camino de Santiago” with “impact”, “change”,

“transform”, “influence”, “effect”, “outcome”, “sequel”, and “learn”, respectively. After relevant
articles were identified, a snowball sampling approach from the article reference lists was
conducted to ascertain further relevant articles. Subsequently, a model is proposed of eight
interrelated elements with potential to facilitate transformation on the Camino: long-distance
walking; being in nature; community; religion/spirituality; simplicity; challenge; multiculturalism;
and art, history, and culture (Fig. 1). The Scopus database was also used to search for previous
research on the benefits associated with each of the eight elements in the model, using the
aforementioned strategy. Literature of each element in the proposed model and their possible
associated benefits are reviewed below.
Long-Distance Walking
Pilgrims typically walk the Camino for a range of 5 to 33 days, averaging 14 miles per day
(Brierley 2019; Brierley 2020). Despite prolific research on the impacts of walking in general on
physical and mental health, and well-being (Hallam, et al., 2018; Hanson & Jones, 2015; Murtagh
et al. 2015), there are far fewer studies published on long-distance, multi-day walking experiences,
not to mention meta-analyses or quantitative studies with large numbers of individuals. Among
the limited research on pilgrim walking experience, two studies on pilgrim groups’ walking on the
Camino (for 12 days, Bemelmans et al., 2010; and 30 days, Harris &Wolf, 2013) found markers
of improved physical health. However, at a 2-month follow-up, all the improvements, except
weight loss, had returned to baseline (Bemelmans et al., 2010). A small qualitative study of six
individuals who had recently completed 6-11 days of walking (for 12 to 18 miles per day) reported
immensely positive feelings during the walk which increased over time (Crust et al., 2011).
Participants also noted other benefits including increased confidence/determination, “flow-like”
experiences, and a sense of personal achievement related to overcoming challenges, which are
likely to increase over time (Crust et al., 2011).
Being in Nature
Most walking on the Camino is done through the countryside between towns. Depending upon the
route taken, pilgrims walk through various landscapes (e.g., hills, valleys, cropland, woodlands,
grasslands). Numerous studies (Twohig-Bennett & Jones, 2018; Van den Berga et al., 2015; White
et al., 2013) indicate that exposure to nature and greenspace is related to positive outcomes (e.g.,
lower levels of mortality and mental distress, higher levels of perceived physical health and wellbeing). Research also suggests that forest bathing, a traditional Japanese practice of immersing
oneself in nature (Hansen et al., 2017), is related to improvements in physical and mental health
and well-being, and thus serves as therapy for a myriad of conditions including chronic stress,
sleep problems, and depression (Hansen et al., 2017). When groups walk in nature or other
greenspaces, they reported significantly less depression, perceived stress and negative affect, more
positive well-being (Marselle et al., 2014), and significant improvements in self-esteem and mood
(Barton & Pretty, 2010). Even short periods of walking in nature can lead to positive outcomes.
For example, Mayer et al. (2009) found that just 15 minutes of walking significantly increased
positive emotions, ability to pay attention, and the ability to reflect on and gain perspective on
personal problems.
Community
Although people often begin the Camino alone and sometimes walk in solitude, they unavoidably
interact with others on numerous occasions (at trails, cafes, pilgrim hostels and other lodging
facilities). Abundant previous research shows the benefits and importance of social

bonding/support and social capital resulting from interactions with others, which include
maintaining healthy weight and reducing depression (Pérez et al., 2020), increased feelings of
happiness (Sandstrom & Dunn, 2013), life satisfaction (Ubillos-Landa et al. 2020), subjective
well-being (Bian et al., 2020), mental and physical health and mortality (Ehsan et al., 2019). In
addition, social bonding can be fostered and facilitated by increased pain threshold, via endorphins
(Charles et al., 2020). Bian et al. (2020) found that regardless of study regions, going out to eat
with others, even at low frequencies, has a direct impact on improving subjective well-being.
Religion/Spirituality
The Camino is Christian in origin and is populated with churches, monasteries, and cathedrals
along the way. Yet, people of all faiths and no faith walk the Camino. Spiritual, rather than
religious reasons, are more common for walking the Camino (Farias et al., 2019; Schnell & Pali,
2013). Regardless of the expressed motives prior to walking the Camino, individuals after the
pilgrimage affirmed higher levels of commitment to self-transcendence and self-actualization,
which remained high even after four months (Schnell & Pali, 2013). As such, participating in the
pilgrimage seems to open the pilgrims to the sacred, regardless of religious persuasion (Schnell
& Pali, 2013).
Ample research shows that both religiosity and spirituality can be beneficial to people, including
strengthening resilience (Schwalm et al., 2021), improving physical health (Jim et al., 2015) or
mental health (Garssen et al., 2020), reducing risk of coronary heart disease (Hemmati et al., 2019),
and decreasing destructive behaviors (Qureshi & Shahjehan, 2021). Centering prayer and
meditation, practiced by some on the Camino, have been associated with deeply positive feelings
(Newberg & Waldman, 2017). Pilgrims commonly discuss traditional Christian virtues on the
Camino and those virtues, encouraged through symbols, signage, and the spoken word, have been
positively correlated with happiness (Stavrova et al., 2013).
Simplicity
Simplicity on the Camino is most often described within the context of the belongings taken with
the pilgrims on their backs. Pilgrims tend to have a simple lifestyle while on the road which
consists primarily of walking, eating, and sleeping. Studies on the benefits of simplicity can be
found under the terms of simplicity, voluntary simplicity, simple living, minimalism, and anticonsumption. When transitioned to simpler living, most people were happier (Alexander & Ussher,
2012), with higher life satisfaction and increased gratification of the psychological needs of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Rich et al., 2017). Similarly, minimalism was positively
associated with flourishing (Kang et al., 2021; Oral & Thurner, 2018) and negatively associated
with depression (Kang et al., 2021). McGinnis et al. (2013) found that a small set of “simple men”
were content, principled, driven by a higher purpose, and emotionally competent. Several studies
on voluntary simplicity noted it is connected historically and through research with religion and
spirituality. Chowbury (2018) noted that that voluntary simplicity is consistent with intrinsic, but
not extrinsic religiosity.
Challenge
Some challenges frequently mentioned in the biographies of pilgrims are pains/injuries and
physical exhaustion related to daily walking, navigating difficult terrain, sub-optimal sleeping
accommodations, and attempting to communicate without a common language. The topic of
challenge is covered widely in the sports psychology (Compton & Hoffman, 2020), occupational

health (Crane & Searle, 2016), and mental health literature (Roepke & Seligman, 2015). These
three sets of literature focus on different sources of challenge: sport events or experiences, work
stress, and traumatic events, respectively. Numerous studies in all three areas have studied the
positive effects of challenge and the conditions under which a positive outcome is likely to occur.
The primary benefit of challenge in sports and an array of other everyday experiences is enjoyment
(Abuhamdeh & Csikszentmihalyi, 2012). Oftentimes, participants also experienced a range of
other positive benefits following a challenge-related flow experience, including joy, stronger selfconcept, greater skill and competence, more energy, increased harmony in life, less worry and
boredom, and importantly, a more complex mental state (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).
The “challenge” stressors, among all kinds of workplace stressors, were found to be associated
with many positive work outcomes, including greater resilience, decreased over-all strain, job
satisfaction, retention, motivation, performance, and vigor (Crane & Searle, 2016). Seery et al.
(2010) found that individuals with a history of some lifetime adversity reported better outcomes
(e.g., improved mental health, increased well-being) than those with high adversity and others with
no adversity. These previous studies indicate that the aftermath of a challenge often includes
positive emotions, increased bonding, and a changed cognitive outlook. Luik (2012) concludes
that the Camino “…is about reflection, gradual change and the necessarily painfully slow
movement towards a better self.” (p. 32) in the ethnological study on the meaning and
transformational impacts of pain and suffering due to challenges on the Camino.
Multiculturalism
In 2019, 347,578 pilgrims from 186 different nations walked the Camino (Oficina de acogida al
peregrino, n.d.). Consequently, pilgrims regularly interact with people from diverse cultures who
speak different languages. Most studies suggest that multicultural exposure promotes pro-social
attitudes. Having experiences with people of different races reduces racial bias that can interfere
with empathy toward another’s suffering (Zuo & Han, 2013), and multi-cultural contact is related
to more concern for all humanity, less prejudice toward others, and more concern about human
rights (Sparkman & Hamer, 2020). Once immersed in a multicultural experience, individuals
reported feeling closeness and bonding with others (Sparkman & Hamer, 2020; Greenaway et al.,
2011; Wohl & Banscombe, 2005). Multicultural exposure has also benefited individuals through
increased creativity, the consideration of alternative perspectives, the generation of
unconventional/novel ideas, more cooperative behavior, greater tolerance, increased
understanding of people different from oneself, and the increased receptiveness to foreign ideas
(Chao, et al., 2015). In addition, Rӧmpke et al. (2018) found that multicultural exposure is related
to stronger pro-environmental intentions.
Art, History & Culture
The Camino routes are ancient and rich in art, history, and culture; the three completely intertwined.
Quaint villages and ancient monasteries and cathedrals along the route are filled with art which
represents the history of the Camino and the culture of the area. The value of the arts is widely
acknowledged in providing positive emotional, intellectual, social, and aesthetic impacts (Brown
& Novak-Leonard, 2013). Art experiences that are outside of a person’s normal frame of reference
can lead to complex emotional states (e.g., awe, wonder, bliss, ecstasy), which can be profound
and life changing (Keltner & Haidt, 2003). Some other benefits found for arts, history, and culture
exposure are increased well-being (Daykin, 2020; McIntosh, 1999), positive physical, mental, and
health impacts (Weziak-Bialowolska et al., 2019), positive self-worth (Mastandrea et al., 2019),

increased satisfaction and happiness (Compton & Hoffman, 2020), stress reduction (Lomas, 2016;
Winner, 2019), and lower blood pressure and improved memory (Mastandrea, et al., 2019).
The most frequently mentioned cognitive impact of exposure to art, history and culture venues is
increased knowledge about individuals themselves, issues, ideas, and culture (Brown & NovakLeonard, 2013), and make sense of their world and their place in it (Lomas, 2016). Arts
consumption is positively correlated with both prosocial traits and prosocial behavior and the effect
persists over time (Kou et al., 2020). Sociodemographic characteristics that were positively
correlated with prosocial behavior included gender, education, religious attendance, health,
openness to experience and extraversion. Positive impacts from arts exposure range from a fleeting
positive feeling to a long-lasting and profound change. Tymoszuk et al. (2020) found that repeated,
and sustained arts engagement was associated with progressively more positive outcomes.
To sum up, the beneficial potential of each of the eight elements in the proposed model,
collectively contributing to tourist transformative experience in a myriad of forms (physical,
emotional, cognitive, social, behavioral, spiritual), was supported by literature. While each element
has gotten some attention in Camino-based and other related literature, some of the elements are
addressed only marginally in the Camino literature and nowhere are they addressed as a coherent
whole. If the elements of the model were operationalized and assessed with pilgrims on the Camino,
this model could provide a cohesive and data-informed model of transformative elements on the
Camino with which other pilgrimages, and other types of tourism could be compared.
Methodology
As a conceptual paper, the method primarily involved the literature search and synthesis process.
It is worth noting that this paper is a prelude to testing the model on a sample of pilgrims to answer
the following questions:
1. Are the elements in the model deemed important to pilgrims?
2. How frequently and strongly do pilgrims experience the eight elements to be transformational?
3. Which Camino experiences do pilgrims believe are related to transformational benefits?
4. Do pilgrims experience transformation differently based upon certain variables (e.g., specific
sections of Camino route, length of stay on the Camino, previous involvement in Camino,
motivations, personality characteristics and demographics)?
Conclusion
Positive, significant, and long-lasting change defines transformation. Newberg and Waldman
(2017) posit that transformative experiences can occur when individuals are engaged in a myriad
of different activities and they occur on a spectrum from small experiences that provide new
insights about the self and the world but do not cause lasting change, to large experiences that do
cause lasting change. They contend that people who search for meaning are prone to have small
transformational experiences, that such small experiences prime the brain for larger
transformational experiences, and that certain behaviors associated with music, movement,
meditation, and reflection put the brain on the path to transformational experiences. They describe
studies of the brain that support their hypotheses (Newberg & Waldman, 2017).
On the Camino, pilgrims live in conditions that encourage small transformations and prime their
brains for large transformations. The eight elements identified in the model describe those
conditions. Pilgrims are sometimes on the Camino for 30-40 days during which they are away

from all usual obligations and surroundings. They walk for hours each day surrounded nature,
fellow pilgrims from all over the world, and by the art, history, and culture of pilgrimage Spain.
This is situation ripe for physical, emotional, cognitive, spiritual, social, behavioral change.
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